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 Of Irises Blue

 


Infidelity and disillusionment send Vivien
fleeing to her childhood home where she has spent many a vivid,
carefree summer. When she arrives in Montigney, she finds it is as
glorious as her memories. But Montigney is also haunted by the
past. As the dusk grows near and the shadows

lengthen, Vivien is forced to confront the
consequences of a chance encounter in Montigney seven summers
ago.
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Il n’est pas donné à chacun de prendre un
bain de multitude: jouir de la foule est un art; et celui-là seul
peut faire, aux dépens du genre humain, une ribote de vitalité, à
qui une fée a insufflé dans son berceau le goût du travestissement
et du masque, la haine du domicile et la passion du
voyage.

(It is not given to every man to take a
bath of multitude: to play upon crowds is an art; and he alone can
plunge, at the expense of humankind, into a debauch of vitality, to
whom a fairy has bequeathed in his cradle the love of masks and
disguises, the hate of home and the passion for
roaming.)

— Charles Baudelaire, ‘Les foules’, Le
Spleen de Paris

 


 


Are there solitudes out of caves and the
desert? or cannot the heart, in the midst of crowds, feel
frightfully alone?

— Daniel Defoe, The Life, Adventures and Piracies of the Famous
Captain Singleton

 


 


Exprimer l’amour de deux amoureux par un
mariage de deux complémentaires, leur melange et leurs oppositions,
les vibrations mystérieuses des tons rapprochés. Exprimer la pensée
d’un front par le rayonnement d’un ton clair sur un fond sombre.
Exprimer l’espérance par quelqu’étoile. L’ardeur d’un être par un
rayonnement de soleil couchant. Ce n’est certes pas là du trompe
l’oeil realiste mais n’est ce pas une chôse réellement
existante.

(To express the love of two lovers through
a marriage of two complementary colours, their minglings and their
oppositions, the mysterious vibrations of kindred tones. To express
the thought of a brow by the radiance of a light tone against a
sombre background. To express hope by some star, the eagerness of a
soul by a sunset radiance. That’s certainly not trompe-l’oeil
realism, but isn’t
it something that really exists?)

— extract from letter from Vincent van Gogh to his brother,
Theo van Gogh, Arles,

3 September 1888 (Letter #673)
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I returned to Montigney recently. It
remained unchanged in beauty, a plot of enchanted ground nestled in
the folds of the chalky hills and valleys, serene, unassuming,
sincere, verdant and secluded from the world, the world I joined
when I had put away childish things. Montigney is a revisitation of
a vanished happiness, a living memory of those days of carefree
joy, of bright sunbeams through gazebo vines, hand-made toffees and
mysterious woods yielding damp, downy mosses and lichen and curious
birdsong and strange mushrooms and small, shy creatures in the
undergrowth. I was lord of the countryside in those far-off days,
roaming free as the breezes over the hillside, gliding through wild
chervil and clary sage and thrift and clover and restharrow and
sheep scabious and croci and violet limodore and phlomis and
cinquefoil and tree germander and pale pasque flowers and feather
grass, sailing through sunlight. Such notions of freedom seem alien
to a grown-up, a little foolish, a little whimsical and
self-indulgent against the view that lies beyond the leaden window
panes, the passing of hours that greets me with each weary sunrise.
It is only when I return to Montigney that my childhood slips back
and my fetters are shed, the familiarity of the dear slopes
stealing back to embrace me as Maman used to on murmurous summer
evenings in the garden. I remember the old scents, the comforting
certainties I took for granted: the billows of freshly laundered
sheets hanging near the row of linden trees, the crowning whistle
of a kettle which always preceded a procession from the kitchen to
the garden of slowly-diffusing fragrance and the clatter of china
on a tray bearing verveine and cake, calissons and sweet rolled wafers, Maman’s perfume
mingling with the smell of the roses and the crisp slices of apple
that Papa deftly carved with his pocket knife...

I had not been back for a long time,
and yet, standing on the doorstep of our summer villa and looking
down upon the vista of green, it seemed that no time had passed,
that Montigney bore me no ill-will for the estrangement. The hills
were still mine.

The train had pulled into the sleepy
station at daybreak. From the station, I had consulted the
station-master to engage a porter for my portmanteau and a driver
for the remainder of the journey, as far as the roads were
permissible by motor-car, into Montigney. It had been mid-afternoon
before I arrived. I did not feel a stranger in my blue travelling
dress, plodding along the cobblestones of the town square. The town
was an old friend who recognised me through the vale of years and
waved gently in greeting. I watched the townsfolk for changes, to
gauge from their reactions if the distance I had travelled was
visible to the eye but they went about their business in their
quiet, incurious routine, paying me little heed beyond the exchange
of simple polite pleasantries, accepting me as one of their own.
Would they have done the same for Peter if he had come with me? The
remarks that Peter would have made, his appearance and demeanour,
incalculably polished and clever and witty, skidded across my mind
like a screech of brakes. I banished him from my thoughts. I was
not to think about Peter at all in Montigney. I did not want
Montigney touched by Peter as other things had been. Montigney was
sacred, unextinguished, still my own.

I turned my gaze from the town square
to search for familiar sights: for the boules lost and forgotten long ago in the games
of pétanque played under the bare branches of the ancient plane trees;
for the white cat with heterochromic eyes that had napped daily
beside the stacked wares in the shopfront window of the patisserie;
for the murmurs of past conversations that haunted the drooping
awnings and deserted café tables surrounding the fountain in the
square in its lethargic post-luncheon stupor; for the lingering
scents wafting on the breeze of coffee and Gitanes and burnt sugar
and dried herbs and aniseed; for the glimmers of overhanging fruit
on the gnarly, arthritic limbs of trees, hidden behind walled
gardens, that had once been silvery green saplings and a perennial
temptation to passing children; for the locals who gave us greeting
every morning from the houses of weather-worn stone and tile,
huddled together on the streets like gossiping housewives; for the
window of the confectionery shop where
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